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Waking Up With Friends: 
Breakfast News, Sunrise and the “Televisual Sphere”i 
 
This paper is an examination of the Australian breakfast news program Sunrise. Through 
textual analysis, and by drawing on interviews with both viewers and producers, it 
examines the show, how it is “used” as a news source, and explores its role within the 
audience’s morning routines. By viewing the show as a part of what Baym has termed the 
“Televisual Sphere”, it will argue against the common discourse that the program has 
simply followed a populist style in pursuit of higher ratings. Because of its success in 
communicating and connecting with viewers, it may be more constructive to consider 
Sunrise a very effective form of journalism which has been at the forefront of the recent 
trend towards increased levels of viewer input in television journalism. 
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Two of the most common arguments about contemporary journalism are that it is of 
lesser quality than it once was (see, for example, Beecher, 2005, Franklin, 1997) and that 
most citizens are not engaging with it to a sufficient degree, if at all. Among the usual 
tropes about the “dire” state of the news media and the public sphere, television 
journalism has become something of a conduit, with both popular and academic 
commentators suggesting that television news, now “obsessed with a world of celebrity 
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and trivia” (Hargreaves, 2005, p. 59), is in fact “clinically depressed” (c.f. Gray, 2006). 
Breakfast television news has often been implicated in these trends – or indeed seen as a 
genesis of them – due to its frequently light-hearted, friendly nature, and its regular 
hybridisation of news and entertainment. 
 
This paper is an examination of the Australian breakfast TV show Sunrise. It uses 
the program as a case-study to better understand audiences for contemporary news 
programming, and the nature of the public sphere. Breakfast TV itself is “a specific 
programme type and viewing context … [that] has received relatively little attention from 
media researchers” (Wieten and Pantti, 2005, p. 21), yet almost no academic work has 
attempted to hear from Breakfast TV audiences directly. Fiske (1989, p. 187) has 
likewise noted that “our normal evaluation of news concentrates on its operation at the 
macro and mid-levels of our culture, and ignores the conditions under which it is read at 
the micro levels”. This paper therefore looks at Sunrise at this micro level, drawing on 
qualitative research with viewers – which focussed on how they watch, understand and 
“use” the program as a source of news – and interviews with key figures involved in its 
production.ii Appropriating Baym’s notion of the “televisual sphere” (2007), it argues 
that although Sunrise has been heavily criticised in the past for its very ‘light’, 
personalised approach to news, evidence presented in this paper suggests it may 
communicate complex news issues (e.g. parliamentary politics) to its audience much 
better than traditional news formats, and that its success is driven in large part by a very 
intimate, reciprocal relationship with its audience. 
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What is Sunrise? 
 
Sunrise is Australia’s most watched breakfast television program. Although initially 
unsuccessful, it has grown to become perhaps the biggest success story in Australian 
television of the past few years: a show that has, according to one media commentator, 
“transformed breakfast television” in that country (Meade, 2007). Running for three 
hours every weekday between 6 to 9am (and from 7.30 to 10am on Sundays in its 
Weekend iteration), Sunrise is much like NBC’s Today show in the United States. 
Structured primarily around half-hourly news reports, Sunrise encompasses an enormous 
variety in the topics it deals with. An adequate (although certainly not complete) 
description of the show would be to call it a news-oriented variety program. For 
illustrative purposes, on an average day Sunrise might feature segments on the latest 
Hollywood gossip, the ongoing war in Iraq, “straight” news about local politics or crime, 
the environment, or in depth discussions about the latest sporting results. On weekdays, 
the show is hosted by two main presenters (David Koch and Melissa Doyle–who are far 
better known by their nicknames ‘Mel and Kochie’) with a cast of secondary presenters 
for the news, sport and weather.iii  
 
By almost any measure, the program has been enormously successful. In 2003, soon 
after Sunrise was re-developed from its originally unsuccessful format (which largely 
attempted to imitate its main competitor, the Nine Network’s Today showiv) to its current 
iteration, its rival averaged 267,000 viewers per day, with Sunrise well behind on 
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192,800 (Warneke, 2005). By mid-2004 the lead had changed, and, in 2007, Sunrise had 
an average audience of 343,000 people – 50 per cent more than its Today (at 210,600 
viewers), which was once considered almost untouchable in the Australian breakfast 
television hierarchy (Meade, 2007). 
 
Adam Boland, the show’s Executive Producer, cites two major alterations to the 
early version of Sunrise as responsible for its ratings upsurge and cultural impact. One 
was to include viewer interactivity into the program (discussed later in this article), but 
the most important was to ‘inject’ personality into the format, which came principally in 
the form of ‘Mel and Kochie’, who have been a symbol of the show’s popularity and a 
focal point of the show’s impression on Australian popular culture. Whereas television 
newsreaders have historically been defined by their lack of visible personality – that they 
are mere ‘talking heads’ – on Sunrise we see the news team as ‘real’ people who are ‘like 
us’, and who become part of the family. They “come across to their audiences as nothing 
special and, precisely, as ‘part of life’” (Moores, 2005: 76). Blundell (2006) believes that 
Koch and Doyle are “the plainest talkers in the presenting game [in Australian TV]. 
There is no artifice, no wit, just the conversational range of two bright middle-class 
people with young children at a suburban barbecue.”  
 
Adam Boland: It was about putting personalities on the TV who were normal 
people with normal lives, who normal viewers could relate to. It seems so simple, 
but, for whatever reason, had not been done on TV. 
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Indeed, the hosts’ cult-like status has lead to criticism that the show caused a 
“Kochification of morning news” (Price, 2006), with several programs having now tried 
to imitate this essential component of the Sunrise formula. Co-host David Koch, 
however, feels that this criticism misjudges the audience’s desire to engage on an 
affective level: 
 
David Koch: The biggest comment we get is, ‘Oh, we love watching the show 
because you’re all so normal’. Well that’s a terrible indictment on the rest of 
television: we’re so ‘out there’ because we’re normal. Television is so 
manufactured… [but] people want to relate to other human beings. 
 
 
Figure 1: Melissa Doyle and David Koch 
 
True to Koch’s arguments above, the hosts were seen by participants in this study as an 
important factor in the appeal of the program, thanks mainly to their ‘playfulness’ and 
‘normality’: 
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Damon: Well… they’re casual. You’ll watch, like, Kochie and Mel and Nat talking 
to each other, and they talk like they’re just having dinner or something, so it’s a 
very casual feel. 
 
Ben: It seems like you’re watching just two average people who just happened to 
stumble into a studio almost. Which is one of the things I kind of like about it. 
They’re not dressy… they’re not… 
Haley: It’s not formal. 
Ben: Yeah, using common language… any minute you expect one of them to just 
pull out a can [of beer]… 
 
Almost echoing verbatim the show’s promotional tag-line “Wake up with friends”, Tom 
and his mother Terri felt that the use of nicknames was not a merely a ploy, but evidence 
that the hosts are ‘real’ people who don’t take themselves too seriously, thus making 
them more authentic, and therefore much more palatable during breakfast time: 
 
Tom: It helps create the friendly family environment. 
Terri: Well, we all have… Real Australians have nicknames. 
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Anchoring Morning Routines 
 
One of Sunrise’s biggest challenges as a breakfast television program is for it to strike a 
balance between “structuring and sustaining household routines” (Wieten & Pantti, 2005: 
22) and trying to fit around these routines. In many ways morning television as a timeslot 
for viewers is very different to evening viewing. Industry “common-sense” argues that 
people are far more distracted at this time of day and have little time to be watching 
television. Although television viewing in general has often (perhaps spuriously) been 
seen as “a casual experience rather than an intensive one” (Ellis, 1992), morning TV 
viewing is considered much more of a fleeting, “glance” experience than other times of 
the day. For those audiences who have either a full-time job or something approximating 
it, morning TV is assumed to be a voluntary “moment by moment” distraction from other 
necessary activities (Ellis, 1992, p. 163), because the morning audience has a range of 
routines – “planned repetitions” – in order to get somewhere else or to begin doing 
something else (Feuer, 1983, p. 16). 
 
David Koch: Our market is the breakfast market. That market is a mad house at 
that time of the morning–people are time poor, they have very set routines in 
terms of getting ready for work, or getting the kids off to school or whatever. 
And we’re grateful if they tune in for twenty minutes. 
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Interviewees Damon and Haley provided responses quite typical of the way viewers in 
this study said their main focus in the morning was not the TV, but the process of getting 
other things done: 
 
Damon: I would say that [Sunrise] just complements… I think it, say, complements 
a routine rather than being the reason for it. 
 
Haley: [Y]ou’re not attentive – you’re not that attentive in the morning. ‘Cos 
you’re getting ready for work, and you’re half-asleep and you’re doing other things 
and running around, running after kids, and making coffee and all that kind of stuff. 
 
Likewise, the following exchange between Donald and his son Tom is suggests that 
viewing during this time is sporadic, and there may be very few people who are able to 
watch Sunrise in its entirety: 
 
Donald: See, one of the hard things about a show like that is actually, because 
it’s breakfast, you don’t sit around and watch it. You know, in a sense, you 
don’t sit around and watch it for an hour like you watch another show … so, in 
fact, it’s hard to get a sense of, like, how much real content there is in it. 
Tom: Yeah, because you normally only see, like, half-an-hour. 
Donald: You turn it on, and you go get the paper outside, you go to the toilet, you 
go and make your toast, and, you know, you sit down, you watch something or 
other, and you go have a shower and come back. So you don’t actually know … 
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most people, unless they’re at home on holidays, or retired or something, probably 
don’t know what actually is covered over an hour, let alone the three hours [that] 
the program is on. 
 
Although Feuer (1983: 16) argues breakfast television globally is “constructed around the 
most extreme fragmentation”, close scrutiny would suggest it is inappropriate to consider 
Sunrise in these terms. In his examination of the music channel MTV, Goodwin (1992: 
134-38) has argued although some people had seen MTV (particularly in its very early 
days) as a quintessentially ‘postmodern’ text with no discernable beginning or end – 
Hartley (1989: 148), for instance, once described the channel as “nothing but continuity” 
– it did in fact have a series of discrete programming blocks featuring different music 
genres. Because the whole product is composed of myriad small pieces, it might be 
tempting to also see Sunrise also as an unstructured, fragmented text, but it does actually 
follow a very consistent daily format. It may therefore be more useful to consider the 
show as highly segmented, while keeping to a set schedule, with numerous items 
occurring at quite regular (and therefore expected) times each day or week. Some 
participants of the study suggested that this could become a reference point for other 
morning activities: 
 
Anita: The TV’s just going, and you just do what you do while it’s going. 
Michelle: And you’ll come in when you hear he’s about to talk about sport. 
Anita: No, I come in for the Hollywood gossip. 
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Michelle: And then you’ll come back out and go, “Oh, they’re on the news again, it 
must be 7.30–I have to go to work.” It’s a good timing mechanism. 
 
Because Sunrise is structured in a way that fits audience viewing patterns, most 
participants said that the program is successfully incorporated into their morning routine, 
rather than something that acted as a distraction from it. The news ticker featuring 
headlines running across the bottom of the screen illustrates this. It allows people to still 
catch the main news headlines (perhaps the most cursory of news items) should they be 
unable to view the news bulletin at the top and bottom of every hour. In fact, the research 
presented here suggests that the heavily segmented nature of the show allows viewers to 
cherry-pick the programming elements that interest them – in a sense working with, 
rather than against, the context of domestic chaos that characterises the timeslot: 
 
Loraine: Like, if something’s there that’s not really interesting [to] me, I’ll just 
walk away. 
 
Shaun: Because it flips over so quickly … we watch it in snippets rather than 
watching it sitting down … I don’t think we would sit and watch it for ten minutes 
straight in the morning. 
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The “Radar”: Sunrise as a News Show 
 
While Sunrise has often been derided as entertainment “posing” as news, this does not 
mean that it is not important to understand the ways in which viewers use the show in 
their lives. For most people in the study, Sunrise was not seen as a thorough or complete 
news source, but that was also not seen as what the show was supposed to be. Most 
participants said their main use for the news segments in the program was as a quick way 
of catching up with what has been happening, rather than their most in depth news source 
to satisfy their full range of interests. Another way of considering it would be that Sunrise 
was an everyday activity which had become part of the routine, of which news–that is, 
finding out what is happening around the world–was just another part. Indeed, the variety 
of different segments on the show (from ‘high’ politics to celebrity gossip) may have 
been the reason participants’ discourses varied so wildly when trying to describe the 
show. Some didn’t even describe the show as ‘news’: 
 
Haley: Ahhhh, it’s a bit “Current-Affairs-ie” I guess. 
 
Tom: It sort of doesn’t fit into a genre. It sort of, like, takes a bit of a news 
program, and takes a bit of a lifestyle program, and, you know, grabs all of 
[this] other sub-genre stuff. 
 
Ben: I would say it was just a typical morning show, like any other. 
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Loraine: Ummm, I think it’s really light. Like, it’s bubbly. 
 
Gary: It’s more generically aimed at the whole age, [to] everyone from 
children right through to older people, because their format is so much more 
fresh. 
 
Perhaps owing to the segmented nature of the show, an interesting finding to come out of 
this research was the many and varied reasons participants gave for watching the show in 
the first place. Many said they watched the show for its news coverage, while on the 
other, several participants said their sole reason for watching it was to be entertained. 
Some people even said that they just watched the show “because it was on”: 
 
Gary: Oh, personally, I watch it for the news. 
 
Tom: [To be] entertained. 
 
Donald: I mean, if I do watch it, I’m usually trying to catch the news headlines 
and maybe the weather. 
 
Anita: It’s just a good time of the morning … Like, it’s the better one on at that 
time. …  And I used to [watch] it for the entertainment section. 
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Kristie: For me, I would say it’s to be informed … I don’t read newspapers … 
so unless I put [Sunrise] on, I have no idea what’s going on in the world. 
Shaun: See, I’m the other way … I think it would be more to be entertained. 
 
Michelle: I would say I watch it, firstly, for the news aspect. But yeah, they are 
personable characters, I suppose. I particularly liked the weather guy. 
 
Another regular response from the participants in this study emphasised the show as a 
key part of an intertexual media landscape. Because Sunrise often draws on other media 
sources for its news (e.g. newspapers, online news) it offers, for many of the participants, 
a quick summary of “what is happening”, allowing them to either follow-up on this 
information in another source, or wait for it to be covered in more detail later in the 
broadcast: 
 
Michelle: Yeah, I rarely catch night-time news because I’ve got things on after 
work. So, yeah, I suppose Sunrise is the “radar”, and if something comes up 
that is of interest, then that’s when I will get on and check it on the internet at 
work–because that’s probably my next resource. 
 
Haley: No, it’s really not [my core source of news]. It’ll give you the 
highlights. And I’ll get my ‘real’ news by looking at everything: from the 
internet, or word of mouth. 
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Loraine: I think [it’s] … a light way of keeping [up] … ‘cos I don’t read the 
papers – I don’t seem to get time to read the paper–so that just touches on the 
‘what’s happening’ around the country.  
 
Shaun: See, I’ll look at [news]papers at work sometimes, or I’ll catch news in 
the afternoon, and … I’ll usually have ABC radio on in the car, so I guess I rely 
on that for information. …  [Sunrise is] not the most thorough news coverage 
you’d ever come across, but I guess that I get that in the car from listening to 
ABC radio or looking at a [news]paper somewhere. 
 
Dominic: It’s not detailed. ‘Cos I work at a newspaper, so I get detailed news 
from the newspaper, [but] in the morning it’s good to wake up and know what’s 
happened. 
 
Anita: Well, they don’t go in depth really, but they do what they need to do for 
the morning, which is to give you a snapshot of the main events. And then if 
you want more in depth [news] then you will buy a [news]paper, or you will 
watch the news that evening if you want to find out more. Because you don’t 
have time to sit there and listen to in depth stories, and you just want to [have] a 
brief [update]. 
 
These responses could suggest that the show is a successful form of news because it is 
time-specific. The viewers have such scant spare-time to watch the show, so the program 
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is effective in giving a range of brief news updates for those who are watching. Loraine, 
for instance, stated that she wasn’t particularly interested in keeping up with every facet 
of the news generally, also stated that she likes the fact that Sunrise keeps her abreast of 
the day’s main issues: 
 
Interviewer: So you don’t really watch it for the news? 
Loraine: No, I want to know what the news is, in a sense, but if I was not there, 
or something else was happening, I wouldn’t be busting my energy to [see 
Sunrise] …  you know what I mean? 
 
common criticism of Sunrise surrounds its commodification of and superficial 
treatment of news. These arguments may have some legitimacy, but they may also 
signal a conflation of the brevity of many of the news items with their depth. The 
concept of the show being “light” was used fairly frequently by the interviewees, but 
this term may have been used in the sense that the show is easy to watch (i.e. 
“approachable” or casual in its demeanour, as discussed above), rather than as a 
descriptor for the depth of the show’s content. This argument plays out in the 
following two exchanges between Anita and her housemate Michelle, and also 
between Shaun and his wife Kristie: 
 
Anita: Quite easy-going and lightweight really. Like, it’s not a very serious 
news show.  
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Michelle: It’s not serious, yet they cover pretty good issues. I know in recent 
times they’ve been really big on the whole energy efficiency, global warming 
and stuff like that.  
Anita: That’s true. 
Michelle: But they do … like they did a thing on [Former Australian 
Guantanamo Bay detainee] David Hicks the other morning. 
 
Shaun: It’s a little bit like a radio breakfast show … it’s all light-hearted 
laughs–nothing’s too serious. 
Kristie: Although they do have their serious moments. 
Shaun: Yeah, true. 
 
Implicit in both of the above discussions, I would argue, is a difficulty for these 
participants in reconciling the oftentimes conflicting priorities of “substantial” news and 
entertainment that have traditionally been seen as mutually exclusive. The problem the 
viewers appear to face is describing the show’s news coverage in a way that does not 
simply replicate the somewhat archaic binary definitions (e.g. soft/hard) that have come 
to be so common in debates over news and journalism in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries. That is, because Sunrise eschews many of these simplistic 
divisions, participants found it very hard to articulate a singular conception of the 
program that would be familiar to them. While it is personal and audience-centric (which 
are often seen as traits characteristic of populist news formats), these participants 
obviously perceive Sunrise’s end product quite differently to much of the crude populism 
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of “tabloid” news and current affairs that tends to populate commercial television across 
the Western world.  
 
 
Listening to (and Harnessing) “The Family” 
 
The second feature of Sunrise that Adam Boland believes was vital in its redevelopment 
was to incorporate a level of viewer interactivity, the inspiration for which came from 
radio, an industry in which Boland had worked previously:  
 
Adam Boland: We wanted to combine radio with television… [so] the second 
thing we did was start listening to the other normal people – the viewers. 
 
Boland’s comments here do recognise that Sunrise’s intense focus on a reciprocal 
audience relationship (perhaps by tapping into the existing radio audience), has been a 
foundation of its success. This interactivity extends beyond emails and call-ins from 
viewers, however. Highly symbolic representation of the text-audience relationship, is the 
location of the studio from where Sunrise is broadcast. The glass-walled studio–or 
“Breakky Central” as it is often referred to–in Martin Place, the heart of Sydney’s central 
business district, is a very significant addition to Australian television. The concept seems 
to be something of a hallmark of breakfast television worldwide, but it is a new concept 
in Australia. Sunrise quite literally allows any person on the street to be a part of the 
program, thereby stripping away another layer of mediation and further abolishing the 
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sense that it is an inauthentic or constructed text. Here viewers can see that the hosts of 
Sunrise are still “normal” people outside of the confines of the broadcast. Co-host 
Melissa Doyle suggests that this provides a chance for a more intimate understanding of 
their audience: 
 
Melissa Doyle: But it’s also really important for us: at the end of the show we go 
outside and we hang around and we do photos and autographs and stuff. And to 
meet the people you’re doing the show for, and have them say “oh gee, can you 
follow this up for me?” or “I love it when you guys do that”, or whatever. I mean, 
we’re doing the show for them, we’re not doing it for anyone else, so it’s lovely to 
actually meet them, and most television shows don’t have that luxury. You 
[normally] sit in a little dark studio and the only interaction you have with your 
viewers is when the ratings go up or down. 
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Figure 2: The live Sunrise audience 
 
 
Doyle’s response here is also significant because it speaks not so much of Sunrise’s 
effectives in communicating with viewers, but its ability to listen to, hear from and 
communicate with them as well. Although Sunrise’s presence at ‘Breakky Central’ can be 
a way for the program’s hosts to be ‘on show’ for another audience, its attempts to 
disintermediate text and audience has also been used as a way of facilitating a two-way 
exchange of news and views. In the program itself, these strong undertones of reciprocity 
show through in the constant soliciting of viewer feedback. Koch and Doyle very 
regularly ask viewers to ‘Hit the Soapbox’ – an electronic form on their website – to 
vocalise their thoughts on daily topics, so that they can read out some opinions on air 
later in the show. There is also much encouragement for the viewers to make the most of 
the ‘ROSwall’ (‘ROS’ = ‘Responses Of Sunrisers’v): a whiteboard on which viewer 
queries (about almost anything they wish to know) are noted, for later answering by an 
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expert or someone who has looked into the issue in detail. These efforts give the viewers 
a sense that the Sunrise team are ‘there’ for them, not just for the sake of the advertisers: 
 
Adam Boland: We get around 8000 emails a day on the soapbox. They keep 
coming through at the rate of about 10 a minute right up until about 10 o’clock at 
night… it’s just… people, when they feel like they’ve got something on their mind, 
they think, ‘Oh, I must tell Sunrise’ and they get on. It’s bizarre but it works, and 
it’s terrific. You can come in here on the weekend and just have a look though 
[them] and think, ‘That’s what’s on people’s minds today’. 
 
As we can see in the following excerpt, the sense the program wishes to convey is that it 
acts as a voice for its viewers, representing themvi in wider political contexts: 
 
David Koch: [At the Sunrise website] click on the ‘People Power’ icon. You can 
then tell us the major issue for you at this year’s election. We’ll then reveal the top 
five issues as voted by you, before pinning down our [politicians] on both sides of 
the fence… to make sure you get the answers you need. It’s an important election, 
so we’ll do all we can to make sure you’re properly informed, without all the usual 
spin… 
Melissa Doyle: And that’s the stuff that families care about, you know. It’s all well 
and good to say, ‘The economy’s great’, and all of that is good, but, you know, 
people have got sick kids that can’t get into hospital, and they’ve got elderly 
parents, and they’ve got real issues. 
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David Koch: You set the political agenda. Don’t let it get set by the politicians. 
Come on, give us your suggestions. 
(Sunrise, 17/5/2007) 
  
By engaging the audience in an ongoing process of feedback, the program has in some 
instances leveraged the existing relationship with its ‘family’ by using them as news 
scouts. Here is the point then that Sunrise’s efforts to foster such a close relationship with 
its audience pay off, because they are, in a sense, “harnessing the hive” (Herz, 2005) to 
create a televisual form of ‘citizen’ journalism. The Beaconsfield mine collapse, and 
subsequent rescue of miners Todd Russell and Brent Webb – which was amongst the 
biggest news stories in Australia during 2006 – is a good example of this in action. The 
team’s coverage of this event earned Sunrise a Logie Awardvii, helped in large part by its 
existing relationship with viewers: 
 
David Koch: We broke every major development in Beaconsfield. No radio station 
did, no other TV station did, no newspaper. And do you know why we broke it? 
Because our viewers were on the rescue teams… We break news all the time, and 
we do it because we have an army of viewers out there who are passionate about 
our show, who don’t treat us like ‘the media’; you know, we’re part of the family, 
and we’re really proud of that. 
 
 
The Televisual Sphere 
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Using The Daily Show as a case-in-point, Baym argues that that program’s nightly 
interview segments could be seen to be enacting a (possibly new) model of political 
interview that blends celebrity chat show aesthetics–“commercial spectacle focused on 
personality and style”–with the hallmarks of a modernist, critical journalistic interview–a 
“reasoned exchange of information and argument” (2007, p. 99). Arguing against, for 
example, a Neil Postman’s (1986) determinist critique of television and the public sphere, 
Baym suggests it is better to think of the interviews on The Daily Show as a part of what 
he calls a “televisual sphere” (2007, p. 95). He describes this as “an intermediary notion 
between Habermas’s modernist ideal of a rational-critical public sphere and a postmodern 
conception of the image-based public screen” (2007, p. 95). I suggest that it may be 
instructive to consider Sunrise in the same light. Its mix of informed discussion and light 
banter, “high” politics with popular culture (and so on), shows that this program is 
focussed on entertaining, but that does not mean that it cannot simultaneously enlighten 
viewers. 
 
To emphasise this, it may be useful to draw attention to a segment called “The Big 
Guns of Politics”, which came in for a lot of praise from the participants in this research. 
This segment is especially noteworthy for the fact that the political careers of its 
participants have seemingly ridden the Sunrise success wave. It has arguably played a 
massive role in turning Joe Hockey from a junior minister to a senior minister of the 
Cabinet, and Kevin Rudd from shadow minister to the Opposition Leader (and later to the 
position of Prime Minister). This may in part be because the nature of the segment 
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enabled them to “circumvent the usual political channels and get [their] message… direct 
to a mainstream audience” (2007a). However, being enthusiastically associated with the 
Sunrise program (and, by extension, its much-loved hosts) may have also helped each to 
also be perceived as “ordinary”, rather than just “another boring politician” (Macken, 
2007).  The image of Sunrise as a fun, fresh face in the world of Australian television 
may have rubbed off on Rudd and Hockey, and helped their individual careers 
considerably. Rudd’s immediately high showing in opinion polls after becoming leader of 
the opposition in late 2006 could in part be attributed to voters having some familiarity 
with him through Sunrise (2007b), thus appearing as a fresh face compared to the older, 
(at the time) incumbent Prime Minister. 
 
 
Figure 3: “The Big Guns of Politics": Joe Hockey (top right) and Kevin Rudd 
 
Engaging in “a hybrid mode of publicity and political discourse” (Baym, 2007, p. 
94), here the then-Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd and then-Minister for Employment and 
Workplace Relations Joe Hockey discuss Australia’s controversial new industrial 
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relations laws (“Workchoices”) and Labor’s proposed plan for a new high-speed 
broadband network in Australia: 
 
Melissa Doyle: … Kevin, I want to talk to you about our proposed broadband 
boost–I think most people … out there would be saying “great, get something 
done”, but why raid the “future fund” to pay for it when the government’s got a 
huge surplus? 
Kevin Rudd: Well, what we’re doing with this plan is, first of all, creating a 
high-speed national broadband network and it’s not cheap. It’s going to cost, in 
terms of a government investment, up to 4.7 billion dollars, and we’ll do it in 
partnership, then, with the private sector. The question you raise is “how is it 
funded?” Two billion dollars of that comes from the government’s existing 
communications fund, the remaining 2.7 [billion] we’re proposing to take from 
the existing government holding in Telstra, down to about 17 per cent… 
David Koch: Yeah, no argument. But let’s explain to everyone what the “future 
fund” is. Both parties, both Labor and Coalition are guilty of creating this big 
black hole where you basically haven’t put enough away for the superannuation 
of public servants. Now, if a company director did that they’d go to jail, but a 
whole series of governments do it. So the “future fund” is trying to fill that 
black hole so that public servants have enough super in it. Kevin, why would 
you raid that? Because, you know, we would then start to think, “How many 
more times are you going to raid the future fund?” This is superannuation 
 25
liabilities for public servants–2.7 billion is four months worth of budget surplus 
– why raid pubic servants’ super funds? 
Kevin Rudd: Well, firstly, when it comes to governments putting money aside 
for the future needs of superannuation for public servants, [Treasurer] Costello 
hasn’t invented something new here … state governments in Queensland–Labor 
and Liberal–for decades have been doing this. 
David Koch: Yeah …  [a] red herring, forget it! 
Kevin Rudd: No, it’s not a red herring.  
David Koch: It is. 
Kevin Rudd: I’m just saying it’s not an innovation on the part of the Federal 
Government. On this one though, the … “future fund” has as its objective to 
have sufficient funds put away by 2020 to meet the ongoing requirement for 
paying for superannuation for retiring public servants. That comes to this 
amount of money: about 140 billion dollars. There’s 50 billion dollars currently 
in the fund – our commitment is clear-cut and absolute: that amount will be 
met. 
Melissa Doyle: Joe? 
Joe Hockey: Well, any money you spend out of the future fund today, our kids 
and out grandchildren have to pay for tomorrow. So I have no dispute with 
Kevin about the broadband initiative: I think it’s good, but we are running 
surpluses, we are allocating money to this at the moment–if Kevin thinks we 
should allocate more money, well, OK, pay for it now–but don’t raid the kids’ 
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money box. I mean, that is very important: it is money that we are putting aside 
to pay for today’s debts, and you just don’t raid that fund. 
David Koch: No it’s not. No it’s not. 
Kevin Rudd: We’re in continuing consultation with the telecommunications 
industry about the need to build this thing, and about the conditions which 
might be necessary for that to happen. 
Joe Hockey: Show me the money! Show me the money!! 
Kevin Rudd: (Laughing) We have Joe. I’m glad you support our initiative. 
David Koch: Hang on, Kevin, you’re showing us the look. Yesterday while 
you were in Sydney helping [New South Wales Premier] Morris Iemma’s [re-
election] campaign you really looked pretty spiffy in your new outfit for the 
technology centre – you looked like George Jetson there. 
 
 
Figure 4: Kevin Rudd: Fashion Victim? 
 
Melissa Doyle: … shower cap, goggles, blue coat – Hmmm mmm! 
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Kevin Rudd: It’s a really good look. Can I just say, I’d rather do that than wear 
a pair of Speedos any day. (Laughter) If that’s the option Joe … I mean, I think 
Joe and I have a bi-partisan ticket here: this … federal election will be a 
Speedos-free zone.viii 
Melissa Doyle: (Laughing) Good to know! 
David Koch: We have seen both of you in a river in New Guinea [and] we 
don’t want either of you in Speedos.  
 
As is quite obvious throughout the above transcript, the purpose of the segment is 
not to let the two politicians “fight-it-out” but for each of them to air their opinions in a 
more relaxed and informal way. It is a hybrid form of political discussion which further 
blurs the boundaries of “publicity” and “serious” interviewing by blending in depth 
analysis (elaborating on what the ‘future fund’ is), a semi-combative interviewing style 
(e.g. Koch’s outright rebuttal of several comments) with personal jokes (the discussion 
about Kevin Rudd’s outfit during a publicity visit) and pop culture references (Hockey’s 
“show me the money!”). It demonstrates that “political discourse can be both serious and 
fun—at the same time silly and important—and perhaps may be more democratically 
useful for it” (Baym, 2007, p. 122). Indeed, almost everybody involved in the study who 
mentioned this segment was enthusiastic about it not only because it was informative, but 
also because it was very understandable and enjoyable: 
 
Tom: Normally when they do it, it’s sort of in, like, the informal [mood] that 
Sunrise is in … But it’s like a conversation, or even an argument, and that gets a lot 
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more people in, because they see the political side and so it’s sort of semi-
intellectual … but it’s still like just friendly, you know, part of the “Sunrise family”. 
 
Terri: It’s the Aussie way of doing things. You know, I suppose when I say “the 
Aussie way”, it’s probably the stereotypical way of doing things: we’re fairly– 
theoretically–laid back. You know, we like to have a chat. 
Damon: We do take the piss out of each other but we don’t really mean it. 
 
These responses, and the fact that one of the show’s most popular segments related 
almost exclusively to federal politics, suggest very strongly, then, that Sunrise ‘audience-
friendly’ approach, does not necessarily lend itself to crude populism, or shallow 
treatment of news. Rather, the emphasis is on making often complex news topics 
enjoyable and accessible, and clearly more palatable than more traditional approaches. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has argued that Sunrise may simply be a case of mainstream commercial 
television that works, because it knows its audience very well, and communicates 
(sometimes highly political) news very effectively. I therefore argue that Sunrise should 
be considered as a very important example in the study of journalism’s evolution, 
because of the way it understands its audience, listens to them very carefully, and actually 
incorporates them into the program. Indeed, years before many news networks around the 
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world jumped on the social media bandwagon (e.g. CNN’s recently-introduced Twitter 
feedback mechanism), Sunrise has been a genuinely open text; almost the televisual 
equivalent of finding out about the world from a friend over dinner, rather than getting it 
from a self-anointed important journalist. At a time when the notion of citizen journalism 
has become a buzz-word in journalism studies, Sunrise’s understanding and use of its 
audience may be an example of broadcast journalism taking up many of the principals of 
user-generated content, adopting a semi-dialogical (including bottom—up), rather than 
monological (top—down), approach to news production.  
 
At a time when ratings success stories on television are becoming more and more 
infrequent, Sunrise not only bucks this trend, but succeeds amidst the even more 
pervasive audience losses felt by television news programs. Sunrise’s ratings are far from 
enormous (to have a little over 400,000 viewers in a day would be fairly typical, whereas 
the Seven Network’s nightly news could expect 1 million plus), but it is not so much the 
quantity of viewers that best account for the show’s important place in the Australian 
media sphere, but quality of the relationship that Sunrise has with its viewers. That the 
show could be considered somehow extraordinary for taking this approach may well be a 
sad indictment of many journalists’ inability to understand and connect with the public 
they claim to nobly serve. Indeed, if the “measure of journalists’ success is their 
relationship with their audience” (Windschuttle, 1998), then Sunrise is certainly a very 
successful form of journalism. 
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Notes
                                                 
i The author would like to thank Jessica Rodgers for her assistance in editing this paper. 
ii All audience research for this study involved semi-structured interviews with either individuals or groups 
(depending on household size) conducted with participants (N=13, M=7, F=6) who were recruited via the 
“snowball” method (Kim Schrøder et al., 2003, p. 162). Where interviews with audiences are not fully 
spaced apart, this indicates that they have occurred in sequence. Interviews with David Koch, Melissa 
Doyle and Adam Boland were conducted in-person (in Sydney, Australia) by the author on August 11, 
2006. 
iii The show also has a “supporting cast” of regulars, specialising in everything from parenting and gadgets 
to cooking and films. 
iv Not to be confused with its American namesake. 
v Naming a white board the ‘ROSwall’ is also a coded reference to former federal Minister for Sport Ros 
Kelly, who resigned her position after revealing that important decisions relating to the allocation of sports 
funding were decided while a team gathered around a white board in her office. 
vi In the final instalment of the ABC’s 2008 political documentary The Howard Years, Joe Hockey 
recounted feeling out of touch with the Australian public when, as a member of a party whose leader still 
opposed ratifying the Kyoto Agreement, he would appear on that show in the face of over half a million 
signatures to Sunrise’s ‘Cool the Globe’ online petition. He stated: “it was pretty clear something was 
happening, but I think we lost our touch on the environment at that point” (The Howard Years, 8/12/2008). 
vii Australian Television’s equivalent of the Emmy Awards.  
viii Such a joke may require some context. During the New South Wales election campaign, Opposition 
Leader Peter Debnam was mocked publicly for wearing tight-fitting swimming clothes during several 
publicity appearances at beach locations. Koch’s latter joke about having seen them in a New Guinea river 
refers to the fact that they and Koch were a part of an expedition along the Kokoda Track (a WWII 
memorial site) which was documented in time for the ANZAC day service broadcast from there in 2006. At 
one point, Rudd and Hockey were filmed bathing in a river. 
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